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Abstract Across the Central Eastern European region, inclusive education has become 
a policy aim. Europeanization, influence of United Nations agencies, and shifts away from 
Soviet models of education have led to new policy aspirations for the inclusion of chil-
dren with special education needs (SEN). At the same time, policies in many countries 
often lack the infrastructure or internal mechanisms required for successful implementation 
(such as funding, professional capacity, and public will). In this article, we examine one of 
these challenges: funding. Through simulations based on data collected by the authors in 
the Republic of Serbia, we examine approaches for funding children with SEN in inclusive 
classrooms without losing the supports provided to them in segregated settings. Our find-
ings illustrate the possible approaches to adequate costing of inclusive education policies 
and potentially serve as a methodological reference beyond specific national contexts. They 
are, therefore, potentially applicable across Eastern European countries.
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Robertson and Robertson (2007) note that, since the 1980s, the phenomenon of globaliza-
tion has been well documented, with the field of education playing a central role in develop-
ment of nations. Education policies have become more “globalized” as norms and expec-
tations for education are applied cross-nationally. One example of a growing global trend 
is the focus on inclusive education. The term has been most often used as an approach to 
transforming education specifically for students with special education needs (SEN) (Artiles 
and Kozleski 2016), but has also been characterized as a continuous process of policy and 
services aimed at improving education systems for children with different needs (European 
Agency 2016; UNESCO 2009). This study focuses on inclusive education, its polices, and 
approaches to its funding. Our purpose is to describe approaches to the cost of inclusive 
education policy implementation. We draw upon data from one country but use those data 
as a reference that is potentially applicable across Central and Eastern European countries.
Although our empirical focus is on the Republic of Serbia, inclusive education can be char-
acterized as a global initiative. Various global proclamations support—and scholars debate—
this initiative. Following the Education for All movement, UNESCO facilitated a meeting 
that led to the Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action on Special Needs Education 
(1994). This statement has been used as a guide for inclusive policy and practice worldwide. 
At the time, it was one of the first proclamations to explicitly use the concept “inclusion” as 
an approach for educating children with special education needs. According to the framework:
Regular schools with this inclusive orientation are the most effective means of com-
bating discriminatory attitudes, creating welcoming communities, building an inclu-
sive society and achieving education for all; moreover, they provide an effective 
education to the majority of children and improve the efficiency and ultimately the 
cost- effectiveness of the entire education system. (p. 8)
The declaration focuses on broad, justice-based approaches to education for all children, 
but within this framework it specifically highlights children with SEN as needing access to 
learning accommodations (Artiles and Kozleski 2016). According to the declaration, this 
should take place in regular (not segregated) schools.
There is a more recent focus on inclusive education in the United Nations’ Convention 
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) (2006). Mégret (2008) notes that CRPD 
asserts that persons with disabilities (a population that resides within the broader popula-
tion of children with SEN) are: (1) rights-bearers, as outlined in all previous proclama-
tions even if not mentioned; (2) rights-bearers for rights that are specifically relevant to this 
population but may be assumed for other populations (e.g., rights: to privacy, to freedom 
from abuse, to live in community); and (3) bearers of rights previously unmentioned in past 
proclamations (full and effective participation in society through necessary accommoda-
tions). Mégret (2008) recognizes such societal inclusiveness as optimal but highlights that 
at times rights are contextualized for particular populations (as they have been for women 
and refugees in previous United Nations proclamations) for clarity in law and policy.
The movement from expert and service models of serving children with SEN to rights-
based models describes the transformation of the education system in Serbia. These 
nations, many of which share a common history as members of the former Soviet Union, 
also share a history of common educational policies and practices that were in effect 
throughout the late twentieth century. These practices included centrally supported main-
stream schools for those who were deemed capable and a parallel system of special schools 
for children deemed in need of extra support or unable to benefit from the mainstream sys-
tem. Decisions on placement of children into regular or special schools were, and continue 
to be, made in centralized centers by diagnosticians and therapists.
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In this article, we examine policy change through the lens of education financing as it 
relates to inclusive education. The financing of education has become an important issue 
for scholars and international organizations alike because budget choices inevitably have 
implications on inclusive practices and the lives of children (European Agency 2016). 
This particular lens allows us both to draw upon the philosophical movements that spurred 
action toward inclusive education in CEE countries and to focus on pragmatic steps that 
may support the implementation of such ideas. As Fullan (2007) noted, policies that are ini-
tiated may never be fully implemented if there is no infrastructure to support such policies. 
Examining inclusion through the lens of finances may help policymakers to more readily 
understand how to facilitate system-wide change. In order to contextualize our examination 
(and highlight different funding alternatives), we draw upon a specific national case study 
for which we have cost data—the Republic of Serbia.
Purpose of study and research questions
We aim, in this study, to highlight policy options for countries in the CEE region. Using 
a particular national case example, we attempt to answer two questions: (1) What are the 
specific costs for providing acceptable levels of service to children with SEN (we ask this 
question in a “placement free” frame, without an assumption of where services would 
occur); and (2) Knowing specific costs, what policy options related to education finance 
might be available to the Republic of Serbia (and to other CEE nations in the process of 
inclusive education transformation)? To answer these questions, we draw upon empirical 
data collected in the above-mentioned UNICEF study and literature related to inclusive 
education finance in Europe.
National case study: Republic of Serbia
In 2009, the Republic of Serbia revised its existing education legislation and enacted two 
major policy shifts. The first one provided for inclusive education for students with special 
education needs (NARS 2009), giving new opportunities for these students, who are tradi-
tionally on the margins of the educational system. Simultaneously, the same legislation set 
as the policy goal the decentralization of the system for financing education, now basing 
it on a per-capita funding formula. These two shifts were based on the assumption that 
decentralized funding mechanisms would encourage schools to operate more efficiently 
because funding for education would be based on student need—rather than using direct 
funding to support schools regardless of population demographics.
In this study, we sought to determine the costs of minimum service packages (explained 
below, in the Methodology section) needed to enable the full participation in regular-educa-
tion schools of all children who were, at the time, attending special schools. The (unpublished) 
study drew upon categories of children with SEN established by the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (Robson 2005) and calculated the cost of services deemed nec-
essary for those children to participate in inclusive schools. In the study, we assigned students 
to Group 1 (students with disabilities), Group 2 (students with learning difficulties), Group 3 
(students with social and economic disadvantages), or Group 4 (some combination of descrip-
tors from Groups 1–3). We assigned students hypothetical support services based both on those 
currently available in Serbia and on global norms for special education needs.
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Although the process of labeling children is antithetical to true inclusive and EFA 
efforts (Miles and Singal 2010), and identifying service packages goes against notions of 
individualized planning that are central to inclusive education, we chose this process for 
two reasons. First, pushing children into mainstream schools without guaranteed appropri-
ate funding supports may be disastrous for them and for their schools. Second, Serbia’s aim 
at ascension into the European Union (still in process at the time of this article’s submis-
sion) calls for political alignment with European organizations and norms. At the time, we 
calculated the formulas for this study, policymakers used the Organization for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD)’s categorical system most frequently to organize 
educational efforts for children with SEN. The proposed education policy costing method, 
though not an ideal solution in terms of individualized planning, offers a much-needed 
macro-level funding policy solution for actualizing legislated reforms. In order to initiate 
such policy, a crucial policy instrument is funding.
Overall, Serbia spends 5.27% of its gross domestic product (GDP) on education (Gov-
ernment of Serbia 2014), which equals the average public allocations in the European 
Union’s EU-27 states (the latter average 5.26% of the GDP in expenditures on education). 
Serbia’s public sector expenditures include outlays at all government levels (central, pro-
vincial, and local) and at all levels of education (preschool, primary, secondary, and higher 
education), as well as expenditures not allocated by level of education (Government of Ser-
bia 2014). Therefore, the Republic of Serbia represents a somewhat normalized country in 
terms of general education expenditures and commitments.
Educating all and educating some
Ainscow and Miles (2009) note that inclusive education is an approach to transforming 
systems so that they will be responsive to all children. The authors also note, however, that 
inclusive education is particularly concerned with the participation and success of students 
who have been marginalized and historically excluded from mainstream systems. Espinoza 
(2007) notes that such an approach focuses on equality of opportunity through the provi-
sion of equitable systems; that is, some marginalized children need more (resources, time, 
attention, etc.) in order to have the same opportunities and chances of success as those who 
have historically benefited from education systems. In this national case example, our phil-
osophical approach was one of equity and inclusion, but our practical aim was to find out 
just how much it would cost to provide normatively accepted service levels within Serbia.
Schooling in the Republic of Serbia
Serbia has both regular and special schools. About 1.5% of its children attend special 
schools (Nikolić, Lukić, and Janković 2010). A very small number (less than 1%) of chil-
dren with SEN may also attend school via separate classes within regular schools; or, if a 
student has a significant disability, she or he may stay at a full-time residential and thera-
peutic institution.
According to a survey by the Serbian Ministry of Education, Science, and Technological 
Development (MESTD) that was conducted in 80% of all primary and secondary schools 
in Serbia, 92.2% of all pupils in need of additional support attend mainstream schools (oth-
ers attend special schools). Of children in need of additional support, a higher percent-
age enroll in mainstream primary schools than in mainstream secondary schools (MESTD 
2012).
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Some of the special schools serve students who are deaf/hard-of-hearing, visually 
impaired, or have other significant sensory or developmental disabilities. However, a dis-
proportionate number of students who are in special schools or classes are Roma children. 
Some Roma children may be misidentified as having a disability, others may choose to 
attend special schools, and still others are not welcome in mainstream schools so they go 
where they can. In either case, Roma ethnicity is sometimes used as a proxy for need-based 
admittance into special schools—a practice that is misaligned with Serbian policy and 
European human rights norms. Below, we describe the two main populations of children 
who are found in special schools, Roma children and children with disabilities.
Roma children
Roma children in Serbia are typically from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds 
and are frequently identified as needing special education services when they enter first 
grade. According to the Bureau of Statistics of the Republic of Serbia, 1.44% of the popu-
lation of Serbia are Roma (Statistical Office for the Republic of Serbia and UNICEF 2014). 
A recent UNICEF multiple indicator cluster survey found that 86% of age-appropriate 
Roma who live in segregated settlements enroll in primary schools. Secondary school 
enrolment for this population is only 51% (Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia and 
UNICEF 2014).
Children with disabilities
Currently in Serbia, special schools are the most common educational destination for chil-
dren with moderate to significant disabilities. The curriculum in these schools includes 
therapies and special techniques for children with sensory impairments (sight and hearing), 
cognitive and physical impairments, and speech or language impairments. Children with 
disadvantages (especially Roma children) also attend special schools—although the Serbia 
MESTD does not condone this practice. Interviews that we conducted for this study indi-
cate that the higher level of per pupil resources found in special schools, the adjusted and 
adapted curricula, the reduced stigma and teasing of students, and freely available meals at 
special schools may have been attractions for some Roma families and parents of children 
with disabilities.
Special needs education is primarily carried out by a professional class called “defec-
tologists” (translated in English as “special needs teachers”) in Serbia. In the early and 
mid-20th century, Lev Vygotsky advocated the science of defectology as a mechanism for 
adding a layer of empiricism to how psychologists interacted with humans, including those 
with “defects”. Vygotsky noted that previous approaches that focused on understanding 
the biology and psychology of children were useless without direct intervention. Indeed, 
Vygotsky wrote in the early 20th century (published in English in 1993, p. 168),
As soon as we have before us a child deviating from the norm—a child afflicted by 
some psychophysiological deficit—then even a naïve observer will see that conver-
gence immediately gives way to a strong divergence, to discrepancy and disparity 
between the natural and the cultural lines of child development. Left to himself and 
to his own natural development, a deaf-mute child will never learn speech, and a 
blind person will never master writing. In this case education comes to the rescue, 
creating artificial, cultural techniques, that is, a special system of cultural signs and 
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symbols which are adapted to the specific psychophysiological characteristics of an 
abnormal child.
Today, there is debate as to whether Vygotsky’s (1993) conceptualization was an empiri-
cal approach that challenged the Marxist cultural orthodoxy of his day, or whether he, indeed, 
viewed defectology as an instrumental element to collectivist society-building (Smagorin-
sky 2012). In either case, from Vygotsky’s early concept grew a professional field that is still 
practicing throughout post-Soviet countries. In Serbia, defectologists, the learning strategies 
and equipment they use, and other special resources are typically sourced to special schools 
directly from MESTD. Often times, the services provided by special needs teachers are pre-
dictable based on student assessment data, despite individualization of programs. These ser-
vice models provide an excellent source of data on understanding current and contextualized 
provisions for children with particular challenges.
Beyond defectology, an overall transformation of how Serbian policy makers view educa-
tion would need to accompany any changes in funding approach. As it stands now, debates 
focus on how and where to educate marginalized children. An inclusive approach would 
require a shift in thinking, such that policymakers consider the potential benefits of inclu-
sion for all children, not just those currently on the margins. Greenberg and Nielsen (2015) 
and Mitchell (2009) point out that education systems can become places where collaboration, 
creativity, problem solving, communication, and critical thinking occur across various popula-
tions when truly inclusive. These ultimate goals are qualitatively different than those underly-
ing debates about the placement of children, but are core to the evolution of inclusion because, 
as Nikolić and Popović (2013) and Peters (2003) point out, a child may be present in a main-
stream school without actually being included.
Policy context
Serbia’s push toward ascension to the European Union afforded a policy context that favored 
greater efficiency related to resources and more robust legal/policy frameworks focused on 
inclusion. Laws recently adopted in Serbia have introduced educational and social inclusion as 
both guiding philosophies and binding criteria in the work of educational, social, and health-
care institutions. For example, a crucial law enacted in 2009—the Law on the Basis of the 
System of Education (NARS 2009) promoted full inclusion. Under this law, all children have 
an equal right to education; further, accessibility to schooling should be provided without dis-
crimination and exlusion of children from marginalized and vulnerable social groups, includ-
ing children with disabilities (Article 3). This law also states that students have the right to be 
under the umbrella of the regular curriculum—adapted by using individual education plans, 
together with additional educational support at all levels of education (Article 77).
At the same time, the country has never really had an inclusive education system, so it is 
building one from an external frame of reference. Such lack of experience leads to the dan-
gers of policy borrowing and ersatz replication of external systems (Phillips and Ochs 2003). 
However, by coupling finance initiatives with changes in how education systems work, policy-
makers could borrowing data and lessons learned from other European countries while devel-
oping a system that works in the context of Serbia (Burdett and O’Donnell 2016). This evolu-
tion will likely occur as policies and initiatives shift the focus of educational provision from a 
needs-based approach (whereby learners’ problems are the focus of funding and intervention) 
to a rights-based approach (whereby schools and systems are evaluated on their capacity to 
respond to all learners’ needs) (European Agency 2016).
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Methodology
In our analysis, we projected costs for various packages of services for children with SEN. 
We calculated per-capita costs for these services using demographic and current finan-
cial records from ten municipalities in Serbia. In addition, we conducted interviews with 
school staff in the selected municipalities, and each school filled out specially designed 
questionnaires that gathered information about the number of pupils with different kinds 
of additional support needs (i.e., SEN children). We based per-capita costs on average per-
pupil costs for typical students in regular schools as well as costs of services for children 
with SEN. In our analysis, we did not calculate average costs for typical students in regular 
schools but, rather, used average per-pupil cost figures for Serbia at the time of the study. 
We assumed that children with SEN would need additional packages of services beyond 
what was needed to meet the educational needs of the typical students. We designed the 
costs for the former for budgeting purposes only. In reality, individualized education plans 
will drive services, and actual costs may vary both in scope (e.g., more or less direct sup-
port, depending on pedagogical profile) or duration (students may need additional services 
for extended periods or only for short periods). We derived the costs of services from pack-
ages that address the specific special need of the hypothetical children according to need 
profiles. The methodology we propose, then, builds upon education-costing literature but 
provides an example of how to contextualize costs for nations seeking to implement inclu-
sive education policy, especially post-Soviet countries with past and current practices of 
defectology and special schooling.
Sources of data
In order to comprehensively assess the cost of educating students with disabilities, and 
consequently the cost of inclusive education, we developed three instruments. These tar-
get the key stakeholders in the development of inclusive education for: (1) municipalities; 
(2) schools (two questionnaires); and (3) intersectoral commissions (called interministerial 
committees in the National Rulebook). We used the data collected from these instruments 
to develop appropriate minimum standards packages for inclusive education and to cost 
those packages out.
Process
We identified appropriate minimum services packages for inclusive education through 
information provided by two data sources: ten representative municipalities, and service 
provisions already existing in Serbian municipalities. We based these packages upon what 
is required to successfully implement inclusive education as required by law. The packages 
do not include capital investments such as ramps in buildings or technology purchases. 
Further, we based the costs on a static moment in time, and they may fluctuate with evalua-
tion of students and service delivery needs for individuals.
We then performed an analysis to determine how much it would cost annually to pro-
vide inclusive education to students with SEN in Serbia. (We also conducted case studies 
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for each of the ten municipalities included in this study; each case study included detailed 
information about the municipality, including demographic and school information.) We 
grounded the costs for inclusive education on the minimum service provisions for inclusive 
education for children in OECD’s Group 1, or G1 (disabilities); G2 (learning difficulties); 
G3 (disadvantages); and G4 (any combination of factors from Groups 1–3). We established 
costs using the cost of students in 2009 in regular schools in Serbia, including both regular 
classes and special classes.
Tables 1 and 2 show the salaries, prices, and sessions that we used in the calculation 
of minimum standard costs. These amounts do not include the cost of transportation for 
students, which is financed differently in each municipality, or (as previously mentioned) 
capital expenditures needed to make schools accessible.
We used the minimum standard costs for each category (G1, G2, G3, and G4) to calcu-
late weights. These weights indicate how much it costs to provide the minimum services 
packages as compared to the cost of educating a typical student. We calculated the weights 
based only on costs attributed to education (and did not include costs attributed to social 
welfare or health). We computed weights based on the following formula:
We also figured adjustment coefficients. The weights are additive. A student who has no 
additional needs would have a weight of 1.0.
Inclusive Education Weight
=
Cost of Providing Minimal Standards Package for 1 student in a group
Average per Student Cost in Serbia
Table 1  Salaries
*10 years’ experience, highest qualifications
Staff Average Monthly Gross 
Salary* (dinars)
Sessions 
per Week
Subject Teacher 55,980 20
Defectologist 61,960 24
Psychologist 55,980 24
Pedagogical Assistant 35,457
Personal Assistant 35,347
Table 2  Indirect support prices Indirect support Unit Cost 
per unit 
(dinars)
Free meal/snack Meals/snack for 1 yr. for 1 student 29,250
Free clothes Clothes for 1 student 10,000
Free textbooks Textbooks for 1 student 8,000
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Results
Table 3 gives the minimum services packages for students with SEN; packages represent 
specific services that students with SEN are to receive. Packages are limited to the extent 
that they do not differentiate between students who have significant needs versus those 
with milder needs within each particular category. Further study at an individual level will 
help determine if ranks of service vary based on intensity of disability, learning difficulty, 
or disadvantage. However, the service packages in the Table 3 provide a broad overview of 
services both available and necessary in Serbia, and we therefore used them as “packages” 
for calculation purposes.
We employed three main costing variables to determine costs of packages. The first was 
the cost of a full-time equivalent (FTE) service provider. In the examples below, a “ser-
vice” is defined as a portion of a professional’s full-time workload. For example, if a child 
is typically served by a full-time special support teacher or defectologist working in a class 
of eight students, the cost of the teacher/defectologist per pupil would be 1/8 = 0.125 FTE 
(or 12.5% of the teacher’s full-time workload).
A second mechanism for determining costs was a “cost per session” calculation. In Ser-
bia, students in Category 1 often have special supports during their school days that sup-
plement instruction. These elements typically occur in a number of one-hour sessions per 
week. For support services, we calculated the cost per session by dividing the number of 
services annually by the support professional, by the annual salary for a support profes-
sional. In inclusive settings, these sessions may be integrated into the typical school day, 
but we calculated them based on current models.
Finally, we calculated a series of social and material supports for children by unit. For 
example, Category 3 students often receive clothing or snacks as part of service provision 
in special schools. We calculated the annual cost of such services as one unit. Table 1 also 
shows the cost of the minimum standards packages for each group of students; i.e., G1–G4. 
We figured the additional costs for G1 students with physical disabilities, as well as the 
additional costs needed for inclusive education for G3 students who are also Roma or lan-
guage minority students. In Table 1, we left blank the session/units per year column for all 
services where the provision of the service is based on staff FTEs.
The additional amount needed per student for the minimum services packages is the 
same for all municipalities for G1, G2, and G3. It differs from municipality to municipal-
ity for G4 (multiple disabilities) because the characteristics of students in this group differ 
across municipalities, and the estimated costs are based on the average costs of inclusive 
education for that group. Tables 4 and 5 include costs that would be covered by the Minis-
tries of Education and Science, Social Welfare, and Health—though we used only the costs 
attributed to education to calculate weights and adjustment coefficients.
According to government data, in 2009 the average cost of educating a student in Serbia 
was 96,072 dinars; we used this amount in the calculation of weights. The average includes 
students with special needs. (The average cost per student probably would be 2–3% lower 
if children in regular schools with no services are considered as the “average cost of edu-
cation”.) As shown in Table 6 we gauged weights for Serbia for G1, G2, G3, and G4 stu-
dents. Our calculation of weights provided an indication of how the cost of the minimum 
standards packages for inclusive education compares with the cost of the basic educational 
program for a student with no additional needs. For example, for a G1 student, in addition 
to the cost of providing regular programming, it would cost 1.62 times what it costs for the 
typical student to provide the minimum services package (i.e., 96,072 X 1.62 = 155,637).
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We also gauged adjustment coefficients for Serbia. The weights are additive. A student 
who has no additional needs would have a weight of 1.0. Table 7 presents the adjustment 
coefficients that we calculated using the weights.
Table 4  Number of defectologists, classroom, and subject teachers in special schools, 2008
Defectologist Classroom teacher Subject teacher Total 
number of 
teachers
Number 1,106 146 580 1,832
Percentage 60.45% 7.90% 31.65% 100%
Table 5  Number of different types of defectologists in special schools for children with disabilities, 2008
Oligofreno-
therapist
Somae-
topedhic
Typhlo-
pedagogue
Surdo-audiological 
Pedagogue
Specialist 
Pedagogue
Log-
ope-
dist
Total number
632 69 72 195 40 98 1106
Table 6  Weights for inclusive 
education (minimum standards 
package) for Serbia (national 
weights*)
*The weights are based only on Ministry of Education and Science 
(MOES) costs. Health and Social Welfare costs were not included in 
the calculations.
Category Weight
G1 1.62
G2 0.76
G3 0.22
Additional for G3 who is Roma 0.21
G4 1.65
Table 7  Adjustment coefficients 
for inclusive education 
(minimum standards package*) 
for Serbia
*The weights are based only on Education costs. Health and Social 
Welfare costs were not included in the calculations.
Category Adjustment 
coefficient
Typical Student in Setting 1.00
G1 2.62
G2 1.76
G3 1.22
G3 who is Roma 1.43
G4 2.65
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For example, for a G3 student in Serbia who is also Roma, the adjustment coefficient 
would be calculated as follows:
This adjustment coefficient can be multiplied by the average cost of educating a student 
in Serbia to identify what it would cost to educate a student with additional needs.
Implications: Policy options
Knowing the costs of services is helpful for budgetary planning but may not align with the 
goal of implementing inclusion policies. For example, Serbia currently funds special schools 
independently of the general school system. A simple yet undesirable (from an inclusive 
frame) option would be for the Republic of Serbia to continue funding special schools as per 
current practice. One could use service package estimates as a way to estimate annual costs 
for special schools but not to facilitate inclusion. Having a solid understanding of costs may 
introduce greater efficiency in how the country funds special schools (currently, by budget 
request by site—primarily based on estimated operational costs). This option, however, 
would not support broader policy aims toward greater inclusion as part of Serbia’s Euro-
peanization efforts and as part of its desire to better align education with inclusion policies.
To this end, two other options may be desirable. The first is what Pijl (2014) calls an 
“input” model. In this model, service needs determine funding for children, in any school-
ing environment. This model, which was the original focus of the consultancy, is also 
called “per-capita financing” and is a common approach in Germany, the Netherlands, 
Switzerland (Pijl 2014), and the United States.
Weighted per-capita student funding models have the following characteristics: (1) 
money follows students to the school they attend; (2) per-student funding varies depending 
upon student need; and (3) schools have flexibility in how they use the money (Ladd 2008; 
Ladd and Fiske 2011). For example, according Ladd and Fiske (2011), the Netherlands 
uses a weighted system where “many disadvantaged students bring with them almost twice 
as much funding as regular students” (p. 470). This model differs significantly from cur-
rent models in Serbia that are based on relatively stable budget allocations year-to-year and 
assume service provision in special schools. In a per-capita (or input) model, supplemental 
funding would theoretically follow a child wherever she or he attends school. The poten-
tial for enhancing inclusion in this model is great, as students entering general education 
schools would do so with needed academic or other supports.
At the same time, Pijl (2014) warns that input-based per-capita models may be suscep-
tible to self-interest by local actors—a factor known, in more theoretical terms, as “homo 
economicus” (see Persky 1995, for a discussion on how actors engage in economic activity 
focused on their own well-being). Pijl (2014) calls such behavior “strategic” and notes that 
local organizations may be tempted to find “problems” in children if they know additional 
funding is attached to such problems. Ysseldyke (1987) originally referred to this as a 
“search for pathology”. This approach may not be doing enough to ensure the educational 
rights of all children. The focus on specialized support promotes a service economy of edu-
cation but may not address equity needs at a system level (Jonsson 2003).
To address shortcomings of the input (per-capita) model, Pijl (2014) suggests a model 
that is less susceptible to local variation and strategic behavior. Called a “throughput” 
model, it uses historical data on student characteristics and service needs as a basis for 
1.00 + 0.22 + 0.21 = 1.43
Basic program G3 Additional Roma services Adjustment coefficient
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annual distributions to local education authorities. For example, if Serbia were to imple-
ment a throughput model, the country may examine data based on the formulas we 
reported above, then annually allocate a specific amount of money to a municipal edu-
cation office. The municipal education office would then distribute the fixed funding to 
individual schools. If schools overidentified children with special needs in order to secure 
a greater amount of funding, other schools in the municipal area would suffer (creating a 
municipal-level system for weighing school requests based on local school need).
The benefit of a throughput model is that stable formulas are used for funding alloca-
tions. These formulas are immune to strategic thinking. Pijl (2014) notes, however, that 
throughput models are also limited because they cannot easily respond to sudden shifts 
in student demographics. Such models may also penalize schools for enhancing inclu-
sion because funds are relatively fixed at the municipal level and cannot be adjusted for 
schools that have sudden shifts toward inclusion and need additional resources. Finally, 
without careful oversight, throughput models are susceptible to corruption. Lump sums 
may be spent in ways that are inequitable (e.g., improving opportunities for children who 
are already benefiting from the system while ignoring those historically marginalized in 
systems). Without proper control mechanisms and transparency, throughput models may 
enhance inequality and exclusion (European Agency 2016).
Evaluating policy options
As noted above, there is a growing trend toward inclusive education worldwide. This trend 
takes on particular significance in Central and Eastern Europe, where special schooling for 
children with disabilities and other special needs is an ongoing way of educating students, 
informed by historic practices imported from the Soviet Union. Therefore, our analysis of 
data for the Republic of Serbia and proposed methodology may be relevant in other nations 
in the regions. In order to evaluate the most desirable option for Serbia (and countries with 
similar policy dilemmas), we need a set of evaluative tools. For this study, three options 
are feasible. First, per-capita data can be used to help special school funding become more 
efficient. Second, per-capita data can help support input models where funding travels with 
children, no matter where they choose to attend school. Finally, one may use per-capita data 
(once established for more than one year) to establish rates for throughput funding to munic-
ipalities. For the sake of this article and alignment with the inclusive education initiatives 
in Serbia, Option 1 (direct funding to special schools) is not a viable option. Continuation 
of this model will place Serbia outside of European norms on inclusion, out of compliance 
with internal inclusive education policies, and in opposition to the nation’s own ratification 
of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (which occurred in 2009).
Option 2 (input model) and Option 3 (throughput model) both present an opportunity 
for enhanced inclusion through supporting the service needs of children with SEN. To this 
end, we must engage in further evaluation to help understand which option is most desir-
able. Pijl (2014) suggests that Elster’s (1992) decision model (Table 8) provides a referent 
Table 8  Elster’s decision model 
Source: Pijl (2014) Levels Decisions Actors
First order Amount of funding available Government
Second order Division of funding Independent bodies
Third order Use of funding Schools and teach-
ers
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point. In this model, three orders of decision makers are involved in education finance. 
Ideally, the persons at each order should be different in order to avoid any opportunities for 
corruption.
Input (per-capita) models allow for funding to follow children, but as they are currently 
used in Germany, the Netherlands, and Switzerland they may also be vulnerable to ove-
ridentification of children with SEN. To this end, the system would need an independent 
body (second order) of professionals to investigate service requests to ensure they are in 
the best interests of children and are not unnecessarily labeling children as having SEN.
Throughput models, then, may be the most attractive option for enhancing inclusive 
education in Serbia. Such models could use per-capita data to provide municipalities with 
equity-focused funding designed to provide support for children with SEN in local, reg-
ular education schools. Predictable funding models (based on historic data) can help for 
planning new inclusive initiatives. However, throughput models may also be susceptible 
to municipality-level corruption and may minimize the agency of teachers who are on the 
front lines of educating children with SEN. To this end, systems for arbitration and appeal 
must be part of a broader finance approach in the event that third-order actors believe that 
second-order actors are sabotaging available funding opportunities.
Almost two decades ago, Pijl and Dyson (1998) examined inclusive-education funding 
models in Austria, England, and Germany and drew similar conclusions to those we draw 
above. The authors noted that:
A move to demand-oriented funding does something to break down this rigidity. By 
introducing a concept of individual “need” and by allocating resources on an indi-
vidual basis to meet that need, it becomes possible for a range of provision to emerge 
which is, to or lesser extent, individually tailored and which may well be more 
“inclusive” than the previous system. However, such a move is far from problem free. 
It effectively reduces or removes central control over the system: there are real dan-
gers that the budget will spiral out of control; shifts in the pattern of provision may 
occur that are not designed at the centre; individual parents and schools will begin 
to exert pressures on the system as to maximise their own advantage. Under such 
circumstances, the system as a whole is less predictable and less easy to manage. It is 
not surprising, therefore, that changes to promote integration and freedom of parental 
choice have been complex and ambiguous in their outcomes. (p. 276)
At the same time, parents and children themselves are named as rights-bearers in inclu-
sive-education policies at both national and global levels, necessitating dialogue, provi-
sions for appeal, and dissent when funding or service decisions are deemed inadequate or 
not in the best interest of the included child. Therefore, using per-capita funding to estab-
lish initial budget needs, then gradually shifting to throughput funding—with adequate 
oversight—may be the best solution for Serbia. Teachers and principals in Serbia are the 
ultimate torch-bearers of inclusion. Like their counterparts around the world, they have lit-
tle experience in rights-based, diversity-focused school environments because they simply 
have not existed in particular societies. However, Smyth and colleagues (2014) point out 
that Europe’s next generation of teachers, those in their 20s and 30s, are increasingly famil-
iar with rights discourses and may themselves have had early career experiences with inclu-
sion. Innovations today—developed through carefully considered funding approaches—
may result in large dividends for inclusion tomorrow.
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Rethinking inclusive education in Serbia and in Central and Eastern Europe
Our overview of service data and funding options that may support inclusive education in 
Serbia provides information on both costing models and actual costs of supporting children 
with SEN. Input and throughput models appear to be more suitable for supporting inclu-
sive education, with throughput models appearing to provide the most stability and predict-
ability over time. A final piece of information, however, may be most critical to the transi-
tion from segregated to inclusive schooling in Serbia: the role of central diagnosticians and 
defectologists in this process.
Diagnosticians and defectologists are professionals trained in classical Vygotskian 
measurement and rehabilitative models. These models align well with special school 
models and allow for the seemingly logical connection of children with SEN to profes-
sionals who can address special needs. Inclusion, however, requires a wider scope of 
approaches that are designed to promote the participation and success of children with 
SEN within mainstream schools. To this end, policymakers may need to extend, from its 
current scope, the focus on diagnosing special needs and following a prescribed formula 
for rehabilitation. In order for input and throughput models to work, diagnosticians and 
defectologists (who will likely be those assessing the needs of children with SEN) will 
have to place greater focus on service needs and the rationales for such needs. Labeling 
children for the purpose of classification will become less useful in inclusive environ-
ments than will outlining the specific service needs of children in inclusive settings—
the latter of which can be costed. Pijl and Dyson’s (1998) three-country funding study 
highlighted such a focus:
Labelling pupils in terms of disability does not sit well with the pursuit of an inte-
gration process in which a wide range of children are to be educated alongside one 
another. Moreover, it is seen, particularly in England, as being an insufficient basis 
for the determination of the additional resources required by children whose needs 
remain different despite whatever difficulties they may have in common. (p. 273)
To this end, the transformation of Serbia’s educational system to a more inclusive 
model will require not only shifts in funding, but fundamental shifts in how we describe 
children who need additional supports. Such descriptions align with broad-based global 
models of inclusion (Miles and Singal 2010) and provide for clearer data between actors 
at central, municipal, and school levels (Pijl 2014).
Discussion
We present our approach and findings in the spirit of broad collaborative inquiry into inclu-
sive education worldwide. Inclusive education is a philosophical and pedagogical approach 
that requires populations who have historically studied in separate settings to now study 
under one roof. Inclusive education aligns with broad human rights agendas on a global 
scale because it assumes that all children have an equal right to the opportunities presented 
in the formal education systems of nations. At the same time, inclusive education is focused 
on equity, assuming that all children are different and that to ensure equal opportunity there 
must be equitable funding (Espinoza 2007). More directly, some children will need more 
than others in order to for them to have equal opportunities in education systems.
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In this study, we propose a functioning model for how to arrange funding in a way 
that is equitable for students with special educational needs (SEN). We designed the 
model as a practical approach to support inclusive education. Educational policy 
changes without requisite funding policies and mechanisms are counter-productive. 
Further, unfunded or inappropriately funded mandates may lead to society’s frustration 
of policymakers and of their proclamations designed to broaden inclusion in schools. 
OECD’s categorical approach is imperfect, but it provided us with a framework for our 
analyses that would identify the additional resources needed to provide children with 
SEN a more equal start in school. We based our model itself on data derived from 
municipalities in the Republic of Serbia but that could potentially be applied in other 
nations seeking to increase inclusivity in their schools through input or throughput mod-
els. In general, moving children from segregated to inclusive schools requires a careful 
approach to understanding how, where, and why money is spent. While we created these 
weightings as a practical approach for policymakers in the Republic of Serbia, we envis-
age that such models may be similar in other Central and Eastern European countries 
that share a legacy of Soviet-informed special-education practices and infrastructure.
Limitations
This study has several limitations. First, we only examined data from 10 municipalities 
from across all of Serbia. Although we selected these municipalities as representative of 
municipalities across the country, they may not be representative of all municipalities. Sec-
ond, we based the minimum service packages on current practices in Serbia and around the 
world, but they are not sensitive to the level of intensity of a student’s disadvantage, disor-
der, or disability. Policymakers will need to determine specific provisions for students with 
significant or mild needs within each category at the municipality level through individual-
ized plan development.
Despite the limitations in this study, Serbia’s inclusive education policy provides new 
opportunities for students traditionally on the margins of society to enjoy the benefits of 
education. This policy, supported by adequate funding and training, may create a schooling 
system that both supports the needs of diverse students and creates new opportunities for 
social cohesion among Serbia’s next generation while at the same time creating new flex-
ibility and opportunities for locally supported inclusion.
Conclusions
Based on data from 10 municipalities in the Republic of Serbia, we conducted a costing 
study of service provisions already existing and being delivered to students with SEN. 
We then overlaid cost data against global trends related to the funding of inclusive educa-
tion (a policy imperative in Serbia). Examining how systems fund education and services, 
and attaching numbers to these schemes, provides baseline knowledge for policy-funding 
reform. Understanding what the segregated schooling costs are can, at the least, provide a 
starting point for inclusive budgeting.
Our findings also indicate that if service models can be developed for children with 
SEN, there is a way to fund these services through input and throughput models. Readers 
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should note that inclusive models are not inherently less expensive than special schools 
but may be the site of therapeutic practices for children with SEN—while simultaneously 
allowing those children to engage in the national curriculum and with all peers from the 
local municipality. At the same time, “service” for a child may include provisions currently 
unexamined in SEN approaches, such as teacher development or whole-school learning 
strategies (such as positive behavior support models).
As a starting point, policymakers may use categories and expenses found in Table 1 to 
guide initial allocations. They would have to annually update the actual costs for service 
provision, but throughput models would allow municipalities to have flexibility within ser-
vice packages to create innovative programs for children with SEN. Further, each year, 
administrators would need to audit such spending decisions to ensure they are in children’s 
best interests.
The initial service package costing data can provide a baseline of current practice and 
costs to be used in the development of throughput models, which provide new flexibility 
and freedom for municipalities to plan services in a decentralized, locally relevant way. 
With the influx of inclusive education supplements, municipalities can leverage existing 
infrastructure to support financing of inclusive education. Through the use of special 
school staff in regular schools, part-time support professionals from outside organiza-
tions, and schools within municipalities where services may be centered municipalities 
can make the most of their inclusive-education funding supplements. For example, if a 
municipality has a high population of students with hearing impairments, it may choose 
to create infrastructure for these students in one mainstream school and provide trans-
portation to this school rather than having such infrastructure across multiple schools. 
Another municipality may hire psychologists from local hospitals on an hourly basis to 
provide counseling to students rather than hire a full-time psychologist. Still another 
may focus efforts on teacher development so that regular education teachers are more 
fluent with inclusive practices. A wide variety of provisions may occur—too many to 
be covered in this policy-level article. However, moving from place-based to throughput 
models of funding to support children with SEN may provide the Republic of Serbia 
and its peer nations the needed practical infrastructure to effectively enact their own 
inclusive-education policies.
In all cases, it appears that per-capita funding can be used as a tool for supporting 
the transition from segregated to inclusive schooling. Understanding service costs and 
allowing for services to travel across settings minimize the initial shock for newly inclu-
sive schools and satisfy advocates of children with SEN to ensure services are being 
provided. However, contemporary global visions of inclusion go well beyond service 
provision and require a critical examination of whether children’s rights to attend, par-
ticipate in, and succeed in local schools are being upheld. To meet these needs, there 
will eventually need to be a shift to throughput models in order to fund system-based 
initiatives. Such initiatives may include individualized services but will also likely 
include increased focus on teaching and learning activities, social environments of 
school, and physical access. Each of these inputs requires flexible funding. Evidence 
from around Europe indicates that inclusion often emerges when teachers and parents 
work collaboratively to solve problems (Smyth et  al. 2014). Such local collaboration 
would require a degree of autonomy resourced at current or greater levels, coupled with 
oversight to ensure that these initiatives align with globally or locally developed indica-
tors of greater inclusion.
Therefore, we can conceive of the per-capita model as a safety valve to ensure that 
the system supports children with SEN in their initial transition to inclusion. However, 
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administrators may consider a proportion of these funds (small at first, but increas-
ing over time) for system-wide changes that would improve inclusiveness for all. They 
would need to closely scrutinize this slice of per-capita funding that would be diverted 
to a throughput model to ensure that it not only addresses the educational rights of all 
children but also has a component of equity that supports those who face the greatest 
systemic barriers to learning.
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